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Some Fresh Thoughts
in the Content Areas
by Brother Leonard Courtney
(From an address delivered at the
Michigan Reading Association Conference in Grand Rapids, March, 1968.)

reading programs. The questions
fell into four categories: the administration of the program, the
nature of the students, the general
characteristics of the program,
and the specific practices in them.
The survey went out to 132
schools, and 84 %, or 127, responded. And the results: more
than a third of the schools indicated that they had no reading
program of any kind. These, I protest, are not backward states.
When reading programs were indicated, the majority were narrow
in scope, rigidly administered, and
quite limited as to the number of
students served. Most of the programs seemed to emphasize remedial aspects, with very little developmental reading instruction
involved. Other findings indicated
rather haphazard classification
and placement of students, reliance on a single te~t, little involvement with content area
teachers, apart from English.
Likewise, the professional backgrounds of the people responsible
for the programs were inadequate.
Most of them appeared to have
very little formal training in the
teaching of reading.
With regard to this, a recent
estimate is that 75% of the reading programs in the United States
are being directed by English
teachers. I can speak of this: I've
been on both sides of the fence, as
an English teacher and as a read~

It is my position that present
reading programs, especially in
the junior and senior high school
years, are inadequate to meet the
increased demands of burgeoning
content areas. They are too
limited in the number of students
they reach, the time available, the
degree of transfer possible. They
tend to be one-dimensional and
lack involvement on the part of
the students. Now, in no way does
this deny the existence of truly
excellent programs, or even the
efficacy of most. But I'm going to
be examining this point as I address myself to four major questions. First of all, how extensive
and effective are existing reading
programs? Secondly, is it reasonable to expect that improved content area teaching will help to
allay our recognized problems?
Thirdly, just how much reading
instruction is going on in the content area classrooms? And fourth,
how may we effect better support
for reading instruction in the content areas?
Let's examine the first point:
the extent and the quality of some
of these reading programs. Reading practices in the five states of
North and South Dakota, Minnesota, Iowa, and Wisconsin were
surveyed some years back. A
forty-item questionnaire was used
to study the basis of high school
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ing person. English teachers are
not naturally or professionally
oriented toward the teaching of
reading. I think most of them
want to plunge immediately i!!to
critical, interpretive and appreciative reading, without giving sufficient time or attention to some of
the basics; to literal reading, to
main ideas.

re~ding program which is able to
provide for the diverse needs of
all students, and provide the
transfer necessary for them to
use these skills in their classes.
Green studied the programs in 20
senior high schools and 18 junior
high schools, and his conclusions
from studying published reports
on reading programs, substantiate
the evidence already reported.

Now, in another survey, not
yet published, 30% of the junior
and senior high schools in Minnesota were able to report an identifiable reading program. By identifiable reading program, we mean
one that has some responsible and
partially-trained
administrator,
dealing with the problems of reading at the junior and senior high
school level.

Working with high school
reading people as I do, I find that
they don't know where they belong. Those of you who are interested possibly might confirm
this: they don't know whether they
belong in the English department
or the counseling department, or
a separate area. They are fighting
for budgets, they are looking for
identification.

Some of you might be aware
of the research just reported by
Squire and Appleby, done in 1966,
studying 152 schools throughout
the United States. These were
schools which proverbally turn
out high quality students, students
who are very high in the NCTE
achievement awards. And these
schools, almost unanimously, reported that sound reading programs were not characteristic of
the schools. Most of their reading programs seemed lacking in
purpose, organization, and impact;
slow learners and non-college
bound students seldom received
sufficient attention.

And then, of course, the point
is that even if they are using excellent materials, which are centered around the content areas, it
is still not the type of involved
reading which is necessary. Just
for a final example here, let's consider the effectiveness of some
reading programs. Bruce Balow, in
a very fine piece of research about
a year ago, investigated the influence of remedial or clinic instruction. Balow's subjects were reading disability cases, and they had
made little reading progress prior
to remedial clinic treatment. During the special instructional treatment, their improvement was both
good and significant. This would
certainly seem to indicate a valuable program. However, in a follow-up nine months later, he
found that the average rate of
reading progress for the subjects
had dropped to a minus progress
level.

Well, there are encouraging
things too. In a study in Arizona,
85% of the people who wrote in
asked for help in their reading
programs. I think that this is optimistic, and indicates the need
that people recognize for good
help for improvement. It's a rare
25

powers of word recognition and
analysis. Thirdly, and most important, by developing a sincere
desire to read. Certainly without
these basic predispositions it
would be impossible for any content teacher to work with hope of
success on reading in his particular subject matter area.
In spite of the acknowledged
reading confidence instilled in the
early grades of school, we unfortunately still endure the assumption that reading instruction is
completed by the time the student
advances into the middle grades.
How strange that this should apply to reading, when the same attitude doesn't seem to prevail in
other areas-English, for example,
continues to be an important developing discipline of the total
school program, beginning in the
elementary years and continuing
intensively right through the college years. It is, of course, understandable that reading instruction
should begin to diminish in importance somewhere around the
fifth grade. There is a shift in emphasis from skills to content. And
furthermore, as we recognize,
whereas reading per se is an integral part of all academic development, reading instruction is not.
Reading is a skill, a behavior, with
no subject matter of its own. But
it does and must contribute to
success in every subject matter
area.
Is it reasonable to expect that
improved content area reading
will help to solve our problems
and our needs? My constant bellwether here is that superb article
by Dr. Arthur Gates, entitled The
Nature and Function of Reading
in the Content Areas, which he delivered before the International

Now, if this is the case in a
remedial clinical situation, where
instruction is more intensive and
sustained, what might be the results of the usual secondary program which meets with students
at most once or twice a week in
group sessions, and which has little guarantee that the skills remediated or intensified here
would be further developed in a
classroom setting? This evidence,
although admittedly sketchy, confirms the preva'Hing judgment that
our present attack on reading improvement in the junior and
senior· high schools is hardly adequate. It would certainly seem to
justify the necessity of a larger,
full-scale, all-school attack on
reading-which is really my thesis. Where such programs exist, as
reported in th e Milwaukee
schools, and as I reported in the
Park Ridge (Illinois) schools, they
reaffirm the need that reading become an all-school project. Lest you think, however, that
this discussion of content reading
ignores totally the contribution of
the primary and elementary
teachers, may I remind you of the
great contribution which the basal
program makes to content reading in a variety of ways. It contributes first by developing to the
highest degree possible the child's
ability to read fluently and with
understanding. Involved here are
the habits, skills, abilities basic
to efficient reading and thinking.
Secondly, by developing a high
level of confidence in coping with
strange words-although there is
evidence to indicate a shift in this,
still content reading is characterized by vocabulary difficulties:
technical terms, unusual names
and places, that tax the student's
26
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Reading Association in 1960. His
prediction-vision, we should say
-is a base from which to measure development in this area. I reread this article every year, just
to test his predictions against our
own response. He prefaces his
paper with the remark that any
consideration of the nature and
function of reading in the content
areas should be viewed in light
of reforms likely to be made in
the teaching of these subjects.
Examining the trends in content
teaching, he predicted (1) that
more school time would be devoted to the content subjects at all
levels; (2) that there would be a
greater demand for more thorough
learning,r particularly the more
difficult and subtle types of learning; (3) more of each different
subject matter would be taught to
more pupils; ( 4) diversity of opinion concerning subject matter
would, in time, give way to unity;
(5) teachers of the content subjects would be increasingly better prepared, and concomitantly,
would have less time for learning
how to teach reading, and (6)
various educational media will
have greater place in the classroom, thereby making greater demands on the teacher's time.

of us are aware of what has happened with almost all of subject
areas in the middle grades
through the high schools. I need
not develop for you the changes
that have taken place in the sciences, the social studies, mathematics, English, modern languages. All of these have drastically modified their methods and
procedures. They have shifted
their emphasis from a body of
content, recognizing that content
in the present explosion of knowledge is beyond the mastery of any
student. Rather, they have turned
their emphasis to procedures of
inquiry and investigation. All of
these, reaching right down into
the elemenary grades, have shifted
the emphasis of the teacher from
covering a body of knowledge to
a methodology, a type of entry
which will enable the student to
develop broad principles of gathering and assimilating knowledge.
This then, is the broadest development and the most urgent
challenge relative to reading instruction in the content fields. The
various curricula have taken an
immense stride ahead while we
reading people have not adapted
sufficiently to them. In the process
they have, and for this we must be
grateful, taken the best we have
had to offer. They have assimilated into their programs the host
of minor skills, and heeded our
recurrent admonition that critical,
analytical reading is essential to
content development and learning. At least as far as curriculum
designers and publishers are concerned, our major ideas have been
followed.

If we were to examine each of
those, I think we could agree
that many of them have been verified. And they seem, somehow, to
pose a threat, in that the ordinary
classroom teacher, the content
teacher, will be less concerned
with reading than you would expect him to be. As you recognize,
Gates was speaking within the
framework of the historical development of the new curriculum. All

I think all of us will agree that
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total curriculum. All too often the
work we do in our classrooms,
particularly that concerned with
a body of knowledge, tends to produce a group of passive readers.
Assuming that a student has minimum intelligence, some background of information, and adequate word recognition skills to
read and understand a given selection, it would seem thereafter
that the major factor determining
the extent of his comprehensionand this is what we are really interested in-is his involvement in
that selection. This involvement
will be determined almost entirely
by the reader himself. He turns it
on or turns it off according to his
desire to understand what the
writer is attempting to communicate. He needs to reflect considerably on his own processes and his
own involvement in the matter.
As a student participates in such
involved reading, his comprehension skills should improve. The
involved reader will improve his
ability to see relationships, relate
what he reads to his past experience, draw conclusions, see inferences, according to his actual interest. He will be forced into practicing these reading skills. Conversely, the non-involved or passive reader will tend to interfere
with the development of good
comprehension skills. And passive reading can become a habit.

the best teaching anyplace does
involve adequate, even superior,
reading instruction. Nevertheless,
apart from this, we realize that
there are hosts of students and
teachers-elementary and secondary-still aloof from proper consideration of reading in their
classrooms. Although these must
be reached, I am still convinced
that our major obligation and
worry is to recognize the problems
which the many new curricula
pose for us.
And now to digress for a moment, to something I have said
many times before: that reading is
a process, not just a skill. We
have developed a set of strategies
which we cannot totally reverse.
But on the basis of what we have
said with regard to existing secondary reading programs, I just am
not confident that the years to
come will radically change them
so as to meet the needs of all students. If we are going to do it, we
must work in the content areas. I
think that too many of our reading personnel are being wasted. I
can't see a highly qualified reading teacher spending time working
with even thirty students several
periods a day, when that person
could be more effectively used
developing curricula, working
with teachers, or showing the
various content area teachers how
they may effectively introduce
sound reading practices into their
daily teaching.

I suppose a logical next question would be, "What are the conditions for maximum involvement?" I contend that involvement
increases directly as the reader
sees personal need in the selection.
Obviously, such involvement will

But possibly what we need
more than a reading consultant is
a learning consultant or a communications consultant; someone
who might fan reading out into the
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lem of reading skills and reading
improvement among all junior and
senior high school teachers. They
are raising questions-questions
which cause them to wonder
whether anything except a fullscale, all-school program will ever
improve reading instruction. More
and more teachers are recognizing
that reading a math problem, a
newspaper feature, an industrial
design, a dress pattern, or locating
and critically evaluating special
resource materials is not something separate from their responsibility. They know that reading
ability and intellectual acumen
are complimentary; they see firsthand evidence that there is a high,
positive correlation between reading ability and academic success.
They are finding it more satisfactory work with poor students in
the classroom, finding materials
and methods to fit their needs,
than to assign them to special
reading programs or to relocate
them elsewhere. Furthermore,
they realize the toll that failure
takes on the morale of the individual, the student's satisfaction in
school, and his chances for success in life.

be possible only when a student
becomes truly gripped by the content, and has a thoroughly facile
entry into the particular body of
knowledge. Content alone cannot accomplish this. Can you teach
a child to read science? As an oldtime English teacher, a little
afraid of math myself, I can't
teach a child to read mathematics. I know reading principles,
but I am scared of the stuff. I say
if is a math teacher, a science
teacher, a social studies teacher,
the person who has experience in
his area of specialization, who
knows the special problems, who
is going to provide and develop
the entry skills which will enable
the student to become involved
with the subject matter and possibly profit from it.
There have been some pessimistic notes here, but I am really
optimistic. I think that lots of
things are happening. There is
tremendous opportunity in the reorganization of the school into the
four-four-four program; I think
that in the process of this, junior
high teachers may discover who
and what · they are teaching,
whether they are teaching children, adolescents, or adults. In
the process, something may be
done in the teaching of reading to
students in grades five through
eight. I think that the implications
of modular scheduling, team
teaching, and all of these things
have fantastic potential for us as
reading teachers becoming involved in the content areas.

I think all of these contribute
to a growing attitudinal change on
the part of teachers in the content
subjects. And for those who look,
there are a multitude of content
area teachers who are, possibly
unconsciously, effecting g o o d
reading techniques in their normal, daily teaching. We take it as
axiomatic that a good teacher is
teaching reading properly for his
subject. As I remarked to you,
until this year, I was in about a

Likewise, there is a gradual
shift in teacher attitudes, marked
by growing interest in the prob29

mum that is expected of any
teacher in a specialized area.
A piece of research which
has not yet been published
shows quite definitely that it's
not subject area word lists
which we need, but that if
we're going to teach vocabulary effectively we are going
to have to start first of all
with the word parts; that is,
the· roots and suffixes. It has
been shown again and again
that there is very little overlap from one content area to
another; therefore, each must
be taught. But it is after the
basic skills of dealing with
words themselves has been
developed that you are able
to deal specifically with the
words for a particular field.

hundred classrooms a year. Because of my interest in reading, I
started to observe and keep a log
of what content area teachers
were doing, of what good reading
practices they were implementing
in their classrooms. I have collected a series of these, extending
from second grade right on up
through college. People doing
good work in reading and probably not knowing what they are
doing. But from these, from observing practice, we are able to
abstract principles. And I have
noticed that these teachers have
implemented the following reading principles and techniques,
which cover what must be done
by any content area teacher, and
which we, if we are specialized
reading consultants, must try to
influence:

( 4) reading directions, and
witnessing their sequential
completion. These are strategies which we accept as normal, and which I have observed in use by content area
teachers.

( 1) the directed reading activity, carried over to content
instruction.
(2) the use of texts of varying levels, to meet the wide
individual differences present
in any subject area classroom.
When a textbook is written
three to five years above the
reading level of the student,
it is impossible for him to
deal with it competently.
Ordinary textbooks are not
written by reading people,
and I doubt if very many of
them have been subjected to
the Dale-Chall, or other reading formula. Reading books
are, but not ordinary text
books.

( 5) the skillful use of visual
aids in teaching content reading.
( 6) the development of creative materials to stimulate the
less able, as is being done on
a large scale for the culturally different. I saw a classroom ·
in Chicago a couple of years
back where a teacher who
was working with the lowest
students in a basic English
course was trying to teach
the lads to read. They were
all shop students, for the most
part, and he had begun to develop materials which he
thought would be helpful to

(3) Vocabulary clarification
a n d enrichment through
many techniques, including
root study. This is the mini30

analysis and the use of visual
and audio aids.

them. You can imagine the
surprise and delight when I
found in this material perfect reading material geared
to these students' needs. It
dealt with automobiles-engines, and changing tires, and
things that they liked and were
interested in. Because of this,
they were intrigued into reading. I think it confirms the
point I made about involvement, and at the same time,
it shows the initiative of a
teacher trying to convey
something to his students; not
knowing, shall we say, the
traditional reading techniques.

All of these, which I reiterate,
I have observed in content area
classrooms, embrace the major
tenets of reading instruction which
we would hope to see in all content teaching. That they are being widely applied is a tribute to
the insistent pleas of reading
authorities over the past decade.
But they are not universally used
by all teachers, which is deplorable, and cause for continuing
concern.
I think this substantiates that
considerable work is going on in
content area classrooms. Most of
us will acknowledge disparingly
that these cases are too rare; that
there is insufficient administrative
direction and cooperation; that
there is a certain sense of isolation and academic frustration associated with existing reading
programs. And as I have already
said several times before, the
only hope for a successful attack
on reading weaknesses and reading growth is by concerted action
of the total school.

(7) the reading consultant,
whom we find doing her most
effective work by aiding the
classroom teacher through
demonstration lessons.
(8) the effective use of questions to stimulate analytical
and critical reading. Teachers
ask questions, but they don't
have time to wait for answers.
But if you ask a question, it
demands thinking, so if you
want an answer, you give a
child time to think, and you
lead him and guide him. But
the best teachers do it, and
it's a normal reading technique.

What then may we do to effect
better support for reading instruction in the content areas? I offer
several suggestions for your consideration: first and most important, has to be administrative concern and involvement. I suppose
that if we took a count of the
audience, we could probably break
it down into relative general percentiles. But I would be willing
to bet that the smallest percentage
represented here would be administrators. I am in a position
to criticize administrators, because
I am one myself, but at the same

(9) the persistent establishment of purpose in reading by
the best teachers.
(10) Finally, the embodiment
of needed study skills in content teaching. These are seen
in the use of organizational
skills, orientation to the text,
location and reference skills,
paragraph development and
31

they are abortive; they start, but
they are not carried through.

time I think there is a considerable neglect here. Secondly, consider the mass of articles, quite
specific, about how you handle a
specific subject area; how you
handle specific skills in a content
area. There are hundreds of them.
But I think that if we select these
and disseminate them properly, it
would do a great deal of good.
Thirdly, closer cooperation between trained reading personnel
and content area teachers. I've
expressed my views on this, and
I know it's ·not going to be effected
totally. But this is the recommendation that I make: that the reading specialist get into the classroom, stay there two or three
days and help the specific teacher
reach more students.

Seventh, cooperation of reading personnel with curriculum development or revision. I did some
infiltrating myself about a year
ago when I protested that the
Evaluative Criteria, used to evaluate secondary schools by the
North Central Association, was
not doing right by reading. I wrote
enough letters so that I was invited to participate in the rewriting of the criteria. I was very,
very much alone, though, because
I was with five dedicated English
people, and no one was giving
me much support.
And finally, and this goes
right back to what Dr. Gates
says: clarification and direction of
what we are attempting to do,
both in specialized reading programs and within the several content areas. I defy you: go into
ten English classrooms, go into
ten biology classrooms, go into ten
math classrooms-you are going
to find a great similarity in what
they are offering students. Go into
ten different reading programs,
and I defy you to find any real
similarity. Maybe one of the reasons why we are not having sufficient impact is that we ourselves
haven't discovered what we are
trying to do!

Fourth, somehow we will
have to infiltrate the teacher
training programs in content
areas. I made an informal survey
last week of who were the hardest peG>ple to reach as far as reading in the content areas was concerned, and they all agreed that
it's the English teachers. And, as
I told you earlier, by one estimate 75% of the reading programs in the country are in the
hands of English teachers.

Fifth, interdepartmental interests and cooperation.

Sixth, the requirement the intensification of in-service efforts to
improve reading. Efforts have
been made here, but all too often

(Brother Leonard Courtney is
Director of Education, Christian
Brothers.)
32

